
59. Optics Pranks

Carlos Stroud

Student pranks are a tradition as old academia itself. While the record of pranks in the first
few decades of the history of the Institute is rather sparse, if one is allowed to extrapolate
the record of the recent decades backward, there can be little doubt that things were always
lively. Some pranks were simple like the scanning Fabry-Perot which had been setting on
the shelf in my lab for a couple of years unused because its mirrors appeared to be
damaged. When it was finally disassembled to examine the damage the problem was
quickly apparent: a piece of lens tissue with the scrawled message “Kilroy was here.” But
many were much more elaborate, involving extensive planning and careful execution. The
pranksters were often the top students in the department. Usually the faculty and admin-
istration took the pranks in good humor, perhaps because of some memories of their own
youthful indiscretions. In fact two of the most notorious pranks were carried out by students
who were destined to become future directors of the Institute. In the following pages we
will recount a few of the classic pranks.
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Pranks: Safety Violations

Carlos Stroud

In the early 1970s Bala Manian was a new faculty member in the Institute of Optics setting
up his laboratory in the west wing of the fourth floor of Bausch & Lomb Hall. His
seriousness, coupled with good humor and an infectious optimistic nature, made him a
favorite of the faculty and students alike, but also a natural target for some mischievous
young graduate students.

When Bala left for a few-week visit to his home in India, three students whom we will
call “Duncan, Jay and Kim” for concreteness (you may be assured that any similarity to
actual student names is strictly coincidental) were quick to see their opportunity. They
attached a padlock to Bala’s laboratory door with a sign stating that safety inspectors of
the New York State Department of Laser Safety (a totally fictitious organization) had found
a number of violations in the laboratory and that it was forbidden under penalty of law
for anyone to enter the room. A telephone number was included to “call Commissioner
Bird for further information.”

The ruse was made even more believable by putting a series of messages in Bala’s
mailbox from Commissioner Bird. The first was relatively mild: “Please call.” The fourth
worked up to “URGENT CALL!” They also “found” some stationery from the dean’s
office and wrote a letter to George Fraley indicating that there was a problem in the
Institute and for him to look into it. All of these were in Bala’s mailbox when he
returned to Rochester on a Friday morning.
When Jay arrived at the Institute, Bala was in
a panic.

So they arranged for Commissioner Bird
(whose telephone number on the notice on
Bala’s lab was the Seneca Park Zoo) to call
the phone in Evie Snyder’s office so that they
could overhear the conversation. Commis-
sioner Bird (aka Kim) called, and although
they could hear only hear Bala’s end of the
conversation, it contained phrases like: “I
know this is a terrible situation,” “Can we
arrange for another inspection?” and “I am
sure that this is a mistake.” Worried that the
prank was getting out of hand, Duncan said to
Bala, “Come here and let me show you some-
thing.” Whereupon a group of about eight
people came out of hiding where they had
been eavesdropping on Bala’s conversation
and paraded to the door where the padlock
had been placed. Duncan took out the key
and started to unlock the padlock. Bala pulled
him away from the door. Duncan said, “Bala,
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Bala Manian.
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this is a joke,” but Bala responded, “It is no joke. This will be another violation of the laser
safety code.”

Finally, after another day of lab-lessness, Bala caught on. Definitely his good humor
was put to the test that week, but the pranksters have thus far escaped serious retribution
and indeed are now respected members of the optics community.
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Pranks: April Fools’ Day

Jake Bromage

Joan Christian knew that something was wrong. She’d walked along the first floor corri-
dor of the Wilmot Building many times, but this morning, April 1, 1992, it felt different.
And then it hit her.

As she stared at the row of portraits that lined
the corridor her eyes slowly widened. Usually the
eight photographs showed each of the directors of
the Institute, extending back over its sixty-five-year
history, looking proud and distinguished. This morn-
ing, however, strange faces stared back at her. Some
were grotesquely distorted. Another looked like a
young boy, barely twelve years old. Others wore
strange clothing and disguises to hide their identity.
Then Joan realized what was going on.

“Those students,” she muttered as she
returned smiling to the secretaries’ office. The
news spread quickly, and soon everyone knew of
the April Fools’ Day prank.

After a few days, the original directors’ pho-
tographs mysteriously returned, and disciplinary
action was averted. It was only recently that the
strange and ugly photographs surfaced once more.
They were found during a routine cleaning of the
directors’ portraits, carefully hidden behind the
real photos. Shown here are the few that were
considered suitable for publishing.

A young Jake Bromage photograph that

was substituted for Brian Thompson’s

photograph in the Rogue Gallery of

Directors. Clearly all Englishmen do not

look alike.
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Pranks: Wilmot Mouse

Carlos Stroud

Perhaps it was the recent newspaper article in which Dennis Hall’s humorous comment to
a reporter that the faculty of the Institute were just “12 men out to save the universe” was
duly quoted. Maybe it was just an irresistible urge to celebrate a Rochester spring that was
finally arriving. In any case, just in time for graduation in May of 1986, there appeared
on the observatory dome atop the Wilmot Building a beautifully crafted set of mouse ears
with matching eyes and nose. Wilmot Mouse was born.

This was not some crude fabrication installed after an overly long night of indulgence
at the Distillery. The ears stood up proudly, complete with slits to allow them to remain
erect even in a thirty-mile-per-hour breeze. They had been carefully tested by tying them
to the roof of a car. Unfortunately their ability to withstand the spring winds while atop
the dome was never properly tested, as Institute Director Ken Teegarden did not feel that
they represented the statement the department wanted to make at graduation. He had
them removed immediately.

Who would have predicted that the group of pranksters from optics and physics would
later achieve notable success? They included a current optics faculty member, a successful
entrepreneur, an Oxford don, and the first author on a paper cited for a Nobel Prize.

Wilmot Mouse.
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